Californian poppy (Eschscholtzia californica Cham.) is an annual or perennial herb belonging to the Papaveraceae family. The aerial parts of the plant are claimed to be endowed with gentle and non addictive hypnotic and tranquillising effects, and for this reason they are traditionally used as a sedative hypnotic or analgesic both for adults and children.
INTRODUCTION
Eschscholtzia californica Cham. (Papaveraceae), or Californian poppy, is the state flower of California. It is a herbaceous plant with 15 -30 cm height, native to southwestern USA and naturalised in Europe, grown as a hardy perennial in semiarid areas and as an annual in colder areas. The flowers are usually four-petaled and orange-yellow, but there are many horticultural varieties. Due above all to its gentle and non-addictive hypnotic and tranquilliser effects, the plant is today of great interest, and recently many commercial items containing Eschscholtzia extract are traded all over the world (Gabel, 1998 , Schäfer et al., 1995 . Several alkaloids have been detected in Eschscholtzia, some of which are special compounds of the genus (eschscholtzine, californidine) and others are more universal (protopine etc.) and also accumulate in related species (Bruneton, 1995) . The pharmacological action of the plant is supposed to be due to the effect of the alkaloids, but actually there is yet no scientific evidence about it (Tomè et al., 1999) .
Californian poppy is native to typically hot and dry environments, where it is grown for medicinal and ornamental purposes. Its resistance against drought and the high commercial value of its products represent a strong incentive for the introduction of the plant into Mediterranean semi-arid environments and development of effective cultivation techniques.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The cultivation trial was performed in 1999 and 2000 in Sparacia (Cammarata -AG -Sicily; 37° 38' N -13° 46' E; 415 m a.s.l.), which is a representative area of the Mediterranean semi-arid environment. The soil on which the crop was grown, a verticxerofluvent (Anonymous, 1975) , showed the chemical and physical characters reported in Table 1 . The major climatic parameters recorded in both years during the growth cycle of the plants are illustrated in Fig. 1 .
In the first year (1998) sowing was performed on December 4 th , and in the second year (1999) on December 10 th , distributing the seeds in rows 50 cm apart on 6 x 4 m experimental plots. Two representative plant samples (10 entire plants of each development stage) were picked up at full blooming and at ripening of seeds, respectively. At the first collection time (at full blooming) the following traits of each single plant were measured: height (cm), number of branches and number of flowers per plant, and dry mass of shoots (g). During the second collection time (at ripening of seeds) the following observations were recorded on each single plant: number of fruits, length (cm) and mass (g) of fruits, 1000 seed mass (g).
After the first year, a considerable spontaneous germination and vigorous growth of plants was observed on the same plot. The plot was left undisturbed, and we done the same sampling and measurements as on the plots sown parallel. The collected data were analysed statistically, in order to verify the occurrence of significant differences between: -plants sown in 1999 and 2000 on sown plants, -self seeded plants in 2000 For the statistical evaluation of the data an analysis of variance was used (Gomez and Gomez, 1984; Steel and Torrie, 1980) . Mean differences were evaluated through the SNK (Scott-Newman-Keuls) test (Gomez and Gomez, 1984) .
RESULTS
In spite of the unfavourable climatic conditions during the trial (only 195 mm rainfall was measured in 1998/99 and 268mm in 1999/2000), the crop formed an excellent stand and showed very good adaptation to the environment. The emergence was recorded 27 to 30 days after sowing in both years. In the second year the vegetation started on the spontaneously germinated plots in the middle of October. In each treatments the first blooming was observed in the first days of May and lasted for about one month; the ripening of the capsules started at the end of May and continued until the end of June, at which point both flowers and capsules at different ripening stages could be found on the crop.
We registered some differences between the two years. It could be observed that the vegetative growth of the crop was greater in the second year of cultivation, presumably due to the larger amount and more consistent precipitation (Table 2) . However, the other parameters did not show any significant differences. The number and mass of seeds per fruit and the thousand seed mass were statistically not different between the two years, reaching 125.7 and 128.3 seeds per fruit, representing 0.20 and 0.22 g per fruit masses. The 1000 seeds mass was rather similar too, showing 1.63 and 1.76 g values. Table 3 shows the morphological and production-biological differences exist between the sown and self seeded plants. The results, which were obtained in 1999/2000 proved that the plants that self seeded grew taller (72.5 cm), produced a superior amount of biomass, including fruit (0.61 g) and seed (0.31 g) mass. Although, because of the high individual variability these results could not be justified statistically.
DISCUSSION
On the basis of the preliminary trial it can be concluded, that the Eschscholtzia californica could be successfully introduced into typical Mediterranean farming systems. Although some annual variation occurred due to the different weather conditions the result of both years were satisfactory. The cultivated plants were able to develop and produce flowers and seeds even under the more unfavourable climatic conditions of the first year, which are rather typical under the environment of the trial.
The results concerning the self seeded crop, moreover, allow to suggest that the Californian poppy can be cultivated with the limited amount of external technical inputs. Anonymous, 1975 . Soil taxonomy: a basic system of soil classification for making and interpreting soil surveys. USDA -ARS Government Printing Office, Washington, DC. U.S. Agric. Handb., 436. 
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